A study designed to investigate the level and type of rape myths that are endorsed among middle school youth in terms of gender and socioeconomic background is reported in this paper. Participants were 582 seventh and eighth grade students who took part in Project Equality, a rape and sexual assault prevention curriculum that took place during eight, one and a half-hour sessions. The modified Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale was administered to students before and after Project Equality. Results indicate that males endorse higher levels of rape myth acceptance, both before and after the intervention, although the number of endorsed myths decreased. Rape myth endorsement decreased following the intervention among participants of differing socioeconomic backgrounds. Males and females showed lower levels of rape myth acceptance following the intervention. Implications include finding more effective ways to target male youth and that Project Equality works to lower rape myths among middle school youth.
Introduction
In 2001-2003 the average annual rate of rape and sexual assault per 1,000 persons was 5.5 for individuals ages 12 to 24, as compared to 0.6 for ages 25 and older (Baum, 2005) . Furthermore, 86% of sexual assaults against adolescents are not reported (National Institute of Justice, 2003) . However, actual numbers may be higher because only 39% of all rape and sexual assaults were reported to law enforcement agencies according to the 2003 National
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Crime Victimization Survey (Catalano, 2004) . Youths are not only victims, however; they may also be perpetrators of sexual violence. For example, youth ages 7 to 17 committed 23% of all reported sexual assaults (Snyder, 2000) . Adolescents who hold more traditional gender role stereotypes and condone violence show higher levels of rape myth acceptance (Marciniak, 1998) . Lonsway and Fitzgerald (1994) define rape myths as "attitudes and beliefs that are generally false but are widely and persistently held, and that serve to deny and justify male sexual aggression against women" (p. 134). It has been shown that men endorse higher levels of rape myths than do women (Aosved & Long, 2006; Burt & Albin, 1981; Edmonds, Cahoon, & Shipman, 1991; Krahe, 1988; Sawyer, 2002) . Race was also shown to be a significant predictor of the acceptance of rape myths in several studies (Dull & Giacopassi, 1987; Fischer, 1987; Giacopassi & Dull, 1986; Williams & Holmes, 1981) although one study found that race did not affect rape myths (Gilmartin-Zena, 1987) . Other demographic factors that have been studied are socioeconomic status (SES) and age.
One study found that individuals with lower SES are more likely to be victims as well as perpetrators of sexual violence (Vinogradov, Dishotsky, Doty, & Tinkenberg, 1988) . Other studies that examined father's occupation and income as an indicator of SES have shown no effects on rape myth acceptance (Feltey, Ainslie, & Geib, 1991; Gray, Palileo, & Johnson, 1993) . With regards to the impact of age on rape myths, results have been mixed. Anderson, Simpson-Taylor, and Herrmann (2004) compared gender and age (middle school, high school, university) on the level of rape beliefs endorsed. For middle school students, there were significant differences between males and females, with males agreeing to more of the rape supportive myths. Middle school students also endorsed more rape supportive myths than high school or university students. However, Lonsway and Fitzgerald (1994) caution that there is no conceptual rationale for age and race to affect rape myths and that other variables are most likely involved and require further study; for example, the level of educational attainment or social pressure could be factors related to age. Additionally, Marciniak (1998) posits that SES may affect rape attitudes indirectly through the level of traditional gender role stereotyping a person holds. Regardless, holding higher levels of rape myths endorsement has negative impacts on individuals and society.
Males who endorse higher levels of rape myths are more likely to hold negative attitudes towards women and to report a greater likelihood of rape (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994) . In addition, women who endorse higher levels of rape myths are more likely to have more negative attitudes toward feminism as well as greater hostility toward men (Senn & Radtke, 1990) . Another study found a positive relationship between endorsement of rape myths and attitudes that support domestic violence (Saunders, Lynch, Grayson, & Linz, 1987) . Finally, rape myth acceptance has been positively correlated with acceptance of interpersonal violence (Burt, 1980) . The Project Equality curriculum is based on the 4-H youth development model of experiential learning, which is designed to engage youth to foster learning (Russell, 2001) . The steps that students follow in the experiential learning model are to experience the activity, share the results, process the information by discussion and reflection, generalize to connect the experience to real-world examples, and apply what was learned to a similar or different situation. Project Equality aims to teach youth about rape and sexual assault in a developmentally appropriate way by using the experiential learning model. Project Equality for grades 7 to 9 promotes activity-based learning and consists of interactive activities, quizzes, facts, and resources. The curriculum is implemented by a trained facilitator using the CARe Facilitator's Guide. The guide includes pre-post tests, educational plans for 7 sessions, materials and additional resources. Plans for each session include an overview, space for facilitator notes, and an activity matrix listing the activity, preparation time, materials, agenda, and potential field trips. In addition, each lesson specifies objectives, life skills, step-bystep activity directions, debriefing questions for each of the experiential learning model steps, and handouts. Geared for a standard 50-minute session, each of the 7 topical areas (Definitions, Myths, Choices, Positive Relationships, Costs, Community Involvement, and Accessing Resources) includes a variety of activities that allow the facilitator to adjust the session based on time considerations.
The goals for Project Equality are that youth will:
1. Learn facts about rape and sexual assault; 2. Become aware of harmful myths and attitudes that contribute to rape and sexual assault;
3. Learn ways to develop positive relationships and break those that are negative;
4. Learn risk-reduction strategies;
5. Identify resources that support victims and rehabilitate perpetrators;
6. Discover how community and youth involvement can prevent rape and sexual assault; and 7. Ultimately decrease the likelihood of becoming victims or perpetrators of sexual assault or rape.
Research Questions
Although there has been extensive literature that focuses on adults and college-aged populations with regards to rape myths acceptance, the literature on youths' rape myths acceptance is scarce. This study fills a gap in the existing literature to focus on middle school students' rape myth acceptance. 
Methodology Instrument
The Youth Pre-Test and the Youth Post-Test for grades 7-9 was taken from the Illinois Rape Myth Acceptance Scale -Short Form (IRMA-SF; Payne, Lonsway, & Fitzgerald, 1999) . The IRMA-SF was developed to assess general rape myth acceptance while possessing the same psychometric properties as the longer version of the instrument. The IRMA-SF consists of 20 items with a high Cronbach's alpha (α = 0.87) and is highly correlated with the longer version of the scale.
The questions used for this study were adapted for suitability for middle school youth. For some items, wording was changed for comprehensibility (e.g., the item, If a woman doesn't physically resist sex -even when protesting verbally -it really can't be considered rape, was modified to read, If a woman doesn't fight back, you can't really call it rape), or the item was deleted. In addition, some items were added to match the content in the Project Equality chapters, such as questions focusing on the importance of communication.
Participants
Participants were 582 youth in grades 7 and 8 who participated in the Project Equality curriculum. There were a total of 275 participants at Site 1 and a total of 277 participants at Site 2. A total of 268 females and 233 males reported their gender. The majority of students were Caucasian (n=430). See Table 1 for a breakdown of participants' gender and ethnicity. 
Procedures
The Project Equality curriculum was implemented at two different sites in different counties in the state of Indiana. At Site 1, an in-school program serving 7th graders was conducted at two middle schools, including an alternative school. Socioeconomic data for Site 1 as of the year 2007 includes 27.4% of children living in poverty (ages 0-17) and 39.2% of free lunches (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2009). Although topics covered included sexual choices and outcomes, including the dangers of date rape and pertinent topics, Project Equality was the main curriculum used. The activities were conducted by Youth Service Bureau staff, CARe coordinators, and guest speakers. Data were collected from Site 1 youth in Spring of 2005, 2006, 2007, and 2008 
Results

Descriptive Statistics
Multiple imputation (MI) with an expectation maximization (EM) algorithm using LISREL version 8.54 was used to replace missing values for 43% of cases on the pre-survey and 33% of cases on the post-survey. Multiple imputation (Rubin, 1987 ) is a technique to replace missing values by replacing each missing value with a set of plausible values that represent the uncertainty about the right value to impute. The missing values are predicted from each participant's observed values with random noise added to preserve a correct amount of variability, which results in valid statistical inferences (Schafer & Graham, 2002) . MI has been shown to perform favorably in producing unbiased parameter estimates reflecting the uncertainty of estimating missing data, robustness to departures from normality assumptions, and providing adequate results with low sample sizes and high rates of missing data (Graham, Hofer, Donaldson, MacKinnon, & Schafer, 1997; Graham & Schafer, 1999; Schafer & Graham, 2002) .
Because the original IRMA-SF was adapted for youth and some items were deleted or revised, items were analyzed at the item-level rather than at the scale-level. Some items were reverse scored to ensure that a higher score on any item meant a higher level of rape myths acceptance.
Site Differences
A one-way ANOVA was performed for each of the pre and post items to determine if there were any differences between sites. See Table 2 for pre and post means by site and p-values testing significant differences between the two sites. Eleven items out of 17 showed significant differences on the pre-test, with Site 1 showing higher levels of rape myths acceptance on all but one of the 11 significant items. It appears that these two sites vary significantly with regards to beliefs about sexual assault myths. However, following the intervention, only five significant differences were found between sites as measured on the number of post-test items showing significant differences. These items were:
• item 7, a woman dressed in sexy clothes should not be surprised if a man tries to force her to have sex,
• item 10, if a woman is raped when she is drunk, she is at least somewhat responsible for letting things get out of control, • item 13, violence never solves an issue,
• item 14, if you're not prepared to fight for what's yours, then be prepared to lose it, and
• item 16, it's good to be open about your feelings.
This indicates that the program is helping to lower most of these sexual assault beliefs among sites of different socioeconomic levels. Note. n = 582; 1=Strongly disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
Gender Differences
A one-way ANOVA was performed for each of the pre and post items to determine if there were any differences between gender on the pre and post items. See Table 3 for pre and post means by gender and p-values testing significant differences between the two groups. There were six items on the pre-survey with significant differences between males and females, with males having higher levels of rape myth acceptance on all significant items except item 17, I often have a hard time saying no to others.
There were also six items for which no significant differences were found. There were no significant pre-survey differences on the following:
• item 2, if a woman doesn't fight back, you can't really call it rape,
• item 4, if the rapist doesn't have a weapon, you can't call it rape,
• item 7, a woman dressed in sexy clothes should not be surprised if a man tires to force her to have sex, • item 12, people in a relationship seem to develop understandings about things without ever talking about them, • item 15, people should be careful to avoid hurting other's feelings, even when they have been hurt, and • item 17, I often have a hard time saying no to others.
On the post-test, males and females' similar beliefs remained on items 4, 15, and 17. There were additional items that showed no significant differences between males and females on the post-test, which was for items 8, rape happens when a man's sex drive is out of control, and item 16, it's good to be open about your feelings. Note. n = 552; 1=Strongly disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly agree. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
It was hypothesized that gender differences should decrease on the post survey due to the effects of the intervention bringing participants' beliefs more in line with one another. Although this was the case for five items, the other 12 items still showed significant differences between males and females, with the males having a higher average score on these items.
Effects of an Intervention to Lower Sexual Assault Myths
Paired samples t-tests were conducted for each of the items for males and females to determine if there were any significant differences from pre to post-test. Because Site 2 did not include codes identifying participants from pre to post-test, only Site 1 participants were included in this analysis. See Table 3 for means, standard deviations, and p-values for each item. For females, there were a total of 10 items that showed significant decreases in the level of sexual assault myths from pre to post. For males, there were a total of seven items that showed significant differences in the level of sexual assault myths from pre to post, including item 16, it's good to be open about your feelings, which was reverse scored.
Largest Sexual Assault Myths
Pre and post item means were examined to determine the largest sexual assault myths and if those myths decreased on the post-test (see Table 4 ). The cutoff point for a mid to high score was set at 3.00 or greater, which is the midpoint on a 5-point scale (1=Strongly Disagree, 2=Disagree, 3=Neutral, 4=Agree, 5=Strongly Agree). For the pre-test, there were more items that males and females scored at 3.00 or above. On the pre-test, both males and females scored above the 3.00 midpoint on item 8, rape happens when a man's sex drive is out of control, item 10, if a woman is raped when she is drunk, she is at least somewhat responsible for letting things get out of control, item 14, if you're not prepared to fight for what's yours, then be prepared to lose it, and item 15, people should be careful to avoid hurting other's feelings, even when they have been hurt. Additionally, males scored above 3.00 on item 9, a lot of women lead men on and then they blame rape on the man.
On the post-test items, there was only one item for which both males and females scored above the 3.00 cutoff. This item was 15, people should be careful to avoid hurting other's feelings, even when they have been hurt. There was only one other item on which males scored above the cutoff: item 14, if you're not prepared to fight for what's yours, then be prepared to lose it. These results show that both males and females lowered the level of rape myth acceptance beliefs following the Project Equality curriculum. 
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to investigate the number and type of rape myths that are endorsed among middle school youth in terms of gender and socioeconomic background. Several gender differences remain on the post items, even following the intervention. Overall, females still hold less sexual violence myths than males on the post-test, which is consistent with prior research (Aosved & Long, 2006; Burt & Albin, 1981; Edmonds, Cahoon, & Shipman, 1991; Krahe, 1988; Sawyer, 2002) . One implication of this finding is that there must be more focus on programming for males in order to promote further decreases in sexual assault myths and bring them further in line with females on some of the myths.
Another research question asked whether there were differences by site on any of the test items. The majority of items showed significant differences between sites for the pre-test items, with Site 1 (lower SES) showing higher acceptance of rape myths on the majority of the items. However, few differences remained on the post items. Two of the items where differences still remained are related to violence. In addition, two of the items relate to the concept of blaming the victim. It appears that, especially in lower socioeconomic counties, that violence awareness and prevention should be integrated into any intervention. There are usually higher incidences of sexual assault victims and perpetrators in lower SES communities (U.S. Department of Justice, 1992) so it is especially necessary to educate youth from disadvantaged backgrounds.
To determine which rape myths were most highly endorsed, a middle score of 3.00 was set for the cutoff between lower and higher acceptance of the myth. Results showed that there were several items for which both males and females scored above the midpoint of 3.00. The first item for which both males and females obtained a mean score above 3.00 is item 8, rape happens when a man's sex drive is out of control. It appears that both males and females hold the misconception that rape is about sex rather than power. Another myth that is indicated by scores above 3.00 for both males and females is the "blaming the victim" myth, for example items such as, if a woman is raped when she is drunk, she is at least somewhat responsible for letting things get out of control. Another myth for which males scored highly concerns using violence to obtain things. These myths seem to be largest for both males and females who have not undergone any intervention about sexual assault as evidenced by all but two item scores lower than the midpoint cutoff on the post-test.
On the post-test, there were only two items that continued to remain above 3.00. One of these items concerns the use of violence to achieve desired outcomes. This indicates that programming needs to focus more on violence issues, especially in the case of males, who even following the intervention still agreed that violence was necessary. The other item that both males and females scored above 3.00 following the intervention was item 15, which concerned avoiding hurting other peoples' feelings even at the cost of one's own. The importance of assertiveness and paying attention to one's own feelings should be emphasized more in programs, especially for females, where situation-specific assertiveness with the opposite gender is negatively corrected with sexual victimization (Greene & Navarro, 1998) .
Following the Project Equality curriculum, as seen in post-test scores, the differences between both gender and site diminished. That is, while the site with lower SES showed higher endorsement of rape myths on the pre test, these differences diminished on the post test, with both sites showing lower levels of rape myths acceptance. Similarly, although males showed significantly higher levels of rape myths acceptance on the pre test than females, the post item means converged to lower levels of rape myths endorsement for both males and females so that mean differences were no longer present. Because of these preliminary results indicating that the Project Equality curriculum has an effect on lowering rape myths among youths, more programs focusing on violence prevention and understanding of rape myths should be implemented.
One limitation for this study is the issue of matched pairs for the paired samples t-tests that were conducted to determine pre-post differences on the survey. Because of this, only Site 1 pre to post comparisons could be examined for significant differences.
In addition, there is a need for future studies to validate a rape myth acceptance scale for youths in order that the effects of interventions such as Project Equality can be more widely studied.
Conclusions
Rape myth acceptance is associated with a host of negative outcomes, in addition to outcomes that are not measurable but have detrimental effects on society and victims, such as date rape acceptance, jurors' perceptions of victims and perpetrators, or the victim's healing process. Individuals with higher rape myths acceptance are at greater risk for endorsing traditional sex role attitudes, harboring more negative attitudes towards women, and having a higher selfreported likelihood of rape (Lonsway & Fitzgerald, 1994) . Females who endorse higher levels of rape myth acceptance are more likely to have more negative attitudes toward feminism as well as greater hostility toward men (Senn & Radtke, 1990) . Because many youth in this study already show endorsement of many rape myths, it highlights the importance of implementing programming to alter rape myth acceptance from a young age. The Project Equality curriculum, which is based on the 4-H youth developmental model of experiential learning, offers a means to educate youth about rape and sexual assault with the goal of eliminating rape myths through educational interventions. This study provides evidence that Project Equality can effectively reduce rape myths among youths of different genders and socioeconomic status.
